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Abstract:
The resistance movement regarding the operation of Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center – one
of the main landfills in Hanoi – has for over twenty years been a significant challenge to the city.
Considering the resistance among local communities as a natural and environmental conflict, this
project will attempt to discover the sources, dynamics, and outcomes of the conflict. The
continuing reproduction of local resistance despite authority’s efforts to mitigate through
negotiations and promises has revealed the complex nature of the conflict, which then required a
more comprehensive approach not solely to the direct conflict but also to the system that enables
conflict reproduction. To satisfy the requirements, the paper will look at the conflict through
several models, including Thomas Homer-Dixon’s environmental and conflict model, Maire
Dugan’s theory on Nested conflict, and Sandole’s framework on conflict and conflict resolution
to tackle the issue, as well as link it to the development of Hanoi – a city which witnessed a massive
urbanization and transformation process since the opening of the Vietnamese economy in 1986 –
and shape that process into Henri Lefebvre’s framework on planetary urbanization. I will then try
to provide an overview of the conflict as well as suggestions on how to mitigate its negative effects
on the city and build its resilience to 21st century crises.
1. Introduction: The landfill in Hanoi
With a five times population increase as well as three times territorial expansion in just 40
years, Hanoi is one of the most rapid urbanization areas in the Southeast Asian region1. However,
the urbanization of the city has met with several critical urban issues: air and water pollution,
wealth inequality, unemployment, and among the significant issues is waste management. Each
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“Hanoi Population 2022 (Demographics, Maps, Graphs),” World Population Review, accessed July 4, 2022,
https://worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/hanoi-population.
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day the city releases over 6,500 tons of waste (2019), most of which are collected and distributed
to three main waste processing areas - Nam Sơn, Xuân Sơn, and Cầu Diễn - for burial2. However,
as the city continues to develop, the three waste processing centers have already exceeded their
designed waste limit. The overload then caused concerns among the local community regarding
health and wellbeing. As the frustration among the local community escalated, it became a
motivation and catalyst for resistance movements involving people gathered and block access to
the landfill as a means of protest, which led to waste stuck in the city and caused criticism and
concerns among the urban population. The combined crises of waste have signified the current
position of Hanoi urbanization at the critical point, in which the current system was less adaptable
to the rising crises. Hence, understanding and solving the issues of waste is important in order to
build resilience in the city in dealing with the upcoming combined crises of the century.
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Bộ Tài Nguyên và Môi Trường [Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment], “Báo cáo Hiện trạng Môi
trường Quốc gia 2019 - Chuyên đề Chất thải rắn sinh hoạt [Vietnam’s National Environmental Situation Report
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Photo 1: Hanoi in 2019 from the top of Lotte Tower. Taken by author.

2. A reflection on the conflict: What happened in Nam Sơn?
In July 2019, local people in Nam Sơn gathered at the main roads that lead to the Nam Sơn
Waste Processing Complex – the main landfill of Hanoi – and blocked any vehicles that carried
waste for disposal3. As predicted, the blockade of one of the major waste management centers in
Hanoi has a profound impact on the city: the other waste processing sites – Xuân Sơn – was
overloaded, and thousands of tons of trash were left uncollected in Hanoi downtown4. To tackle
the issues, the city authorities have conducted multiple conversations with local leaders and
residents to sort out the problems and provide solutions5. As revealed, the reason behind the waste
blockade come from both concerns about the waste’s impact on the local community health and
wellbeing as well as the slow compensation process from the authorities, which then delayed the
relocation of people from the highly affected area within five hundred meters from the complex6.
Upon hearing local voices and opinions, the authorities repeated their promises about pushing the
compensation process as well as finding a substitute place to replace Nam Sơn – which in 2020
has overloaded by 1.69 million tons7. With the promises guaranteed by the government, the local
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resistance came to an “end.” However, as the process remained unchanged, the cycle of blockade
and conversation between the local community and the city authorities continued frequently, as
proven through two more blockade in July and October 20208.

chậm tìm ‘đầu ra’ cho rác thải [Hanoi is slow in finding the ‘output’ for waste],” Bnews - TTXVN (Bnews,
November 15, 2021), https://bnews.vn/ha-noi-cham-tim-dau-ra-cho-rac-thai/221139.html.
8
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access to Nam Son Waste Processing Center again, waste trucks are unable to access],” October 24, 2020,
https://laodong.vn/xa-hoi/nguoi-dan-lai-chan-bai-rac-nam-son-xe-cho-rac-khong-the-ra-vao-848188.ldo; Trần
Thanh, “Hà Nội: Dân Căng Lều Bạt Chặn Xe Vào Bãi Rác Nam Sơn Lúc Nửa Đêm [Hanoi: Local People Hang
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Map 1: Nam Sơn Commune (Red boundary) and Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center (Yellow boundary). Via Google
Map, 20229.

Map 2: Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center (Yellow boundary) and surrounding neighborhoods. Via Google Map,
202210.

It is clear that the traditional practices of negotiation through conversations and promises
conducted by the city authorities were only able to address the short-term and direct resistance
rather than tackle on the root of the issues and solve them thoroughly. By considering the local
resistance in Nam Sơn as an environmental influenced conflict, I will consider the factors that
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Google Map, accessed July 20, 2022,
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constituted a natural-based conflict according to Homer-Dixon framework11. As the factor become
visible, I will then apply Maire Dugan’s Nested Theory to understand the conflicts dynamics,
hence provided several solutions to the issues12. Solving the waste issue in Hanoi is critically
important, not only for the local community but also for the resilience of Hanoi – a rapidly
urbanizing area that has reached its critical point of development.
3. Approaches to understanding the conflict: Implementing Thomas Homer-Dixon’s
framework on Environmental-based conflict and Maire Dugan’s Nested Theory.
To understand a conflict, it is important to acknowledge its nature, and the conflict that
happened in Nam Sơn waste processing center was not an exception. With waste and its negative
impacts on the local community as the main motivation for local people to conduct the blockade
and position themselves against the waste management company, the conflict fit into Thomas
Homer-Dixon framework on environmental-based conflict, which he illustrated in his article “On
the Threshold: Environmental Changes as Causes of Acute Conflict” in 199113.
In analyzing a natural-based conflict, Homer-Dixon has provided a detailed diagram, in
which he identified several major factors, including environmental effect (which was the combined
effect of aggregate human activities and ecosystems vulnerability), social effects, as well as the
conflict they caused14. When framed the local resistance in Nam Sơn Waste processing center into
Homer Dixon framework, we will then be able to create the below diagram:
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Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, “On the Threshold: Environmental Changes as Causes of Acute Conflict,”
International Security 16, no. 2 (1991): 76–116, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539061.
12
Máire A. Dugan, “A Nested Theory of Conflict,” A Leadership Journal: Women in Leadership, Sharing the
Vision 1 (1996): 9–20.
13
Homer-Dixon, “On the Threshold.”
14
Homer-Dixon.

6

Diagram 1: applying Homer-Dixon diagram on Environmental Change and Acute Conflict to Nam Sơn Waste
Processing Center blockade15.

As illustrated in the diagram, the main environmental change in the region was the rapid
increase in waste because of the rapid growth of the Hanoi metropolitan area, which then caused
concern within the local community. The increasing concerns then transformed to frustration
among Nam Sơn’s residents and became the main catalyst for the conflict to occur. As HomerDixon has argued, a key factor to answer the question on the relation between the environmental
change and conflict is to understand the nature of the arrows, which mean that we have to see how
distinct factors interact with the others to either escalate or deescalate the conflict16. Hence, the
next part of the paper will examine the different actors in the models, namely the urbanization of
Hanoi, the waste management system, and the vulnerability of the environment.

15
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Inspired by Homer-Dixon, 86.
Homer-Dixon, 87.
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With the application of Homer-Dixon’s diagram on the waste issues of Nam Sơn, it appears
that the resistance movement is an environmental-based conflict between the local communities
and the waste management system of the city regarding the waste issues. In addition, the diagram
also illustrates different factors engaged in the conflict that are often ignored during the conflict
resolution conducted by the authorities, hence providing an explanation for the reproduction of the
conflict. To fully solve the conflict, it is important to consider it in a nested context, in which the
conflict is merely a manifestation of a more latent and underlying tension within the system.
Hence, the paper will also make use of Dugan’s Nested Theory, a theory that proposes an
understanding of conflict in various levels from issue-specific to system structures that enable the
issues and conflicts to manifest17. With Dugan’s theory implemented in the Nam Sơn waste
blockade, the conflict can be illustrated as follow:

Planetary urbanization
and linear economy
The urbanization of
Hanoi
The impact of waste
on local community

Waste blockade
in Nam Sơn

Diagram 2: applying Dugan diagram on Nested Theory to Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center blockade. 18

17
18

Dugan, “A Nested Theory of Conflict.”
Inspired by Dugan, 14.
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As presented through the diagram, the waste blockade is the specific issue of the conflict,
however it is not the only factor that led to the situation. To fully understand the crises in Nam
Sơn, it is important to broaden the scope to acknowledge the impacts of more macro-causes of the
conflict, including relational (How the waste changed and marginalized the local community), subsystem (How the urbanization of the city contributed to the waste issues), and systemic issues
(What is the role of global urbanization and conventional ideologies on neoliberalism and linear
economy in generating and reproducing the waste crisis). To provide a detailed context for the
conflict in Nam Sơn, it is hence important to consider multiple dimensions of the conflict,
including the history of the landfill and its impacts on the local communities, the waste
management system of the city, and how the urbanization and development of Hanoi contributed
to the process.
4. A history of Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center
When looking at the diagram inspired by Dugan’s Nested Theory, it appears that the
impacts of waste on the local communities are the relational cause of the conflict, and to some
extent the nearest factor that constitutes the conflict. To provide an insight into the issue, a
consideration of the landfill history is necessary. Following the description on the origin and
development of the landfill, this part will also discover the impacts it had on the transformation of
the local society.
The history of the landfill went back to 1997, when the city of Hanoi called for its five rural
districts to provide recommendations for location of a landfill that can serve as a major waste

9

disposal center of the city19. As Nam Sơn – a commune in the northern district of Sóc Sơn – was
chosen after the “top-down” process of the city, the city then ordered the Hanoi Department of
Science, Technology and Environment (DOSTE) to conduct an environmental impact assessment
(EIA) for the proposed site, which is important as it was the first time the city had done so prior to
the construction of a landfill20. Prior to Nam Sơn, Hanoi did not have a proper sanitary landfill,
and the company in charge of waste collection – the Urban Environmental Company (URENCO)
– disposed waste in small-scale landfills, while other uncollected waste was disposed in the flooded
area surrounding the Red River21. The conduction of the EIA in Nam Sơn waste processing center
hence signifies the city’s intention of creating a major waste processing center in the region.
However, the EIA document spends only a little portion (2 out of 56 pages) concerning the
environmental impacts resulting from the operation of the landfill, and nearly no comments on
how the local community would be affected22. Through the siting and the conduction EIA, the lack
of public participation and concern on local communities had appeared. It will then result in higher
frustration from the local community, which would be among the major factors that led to conflict.
With the upper limit of 2 million tons of waste, Nam Sơn was indeed a major waste
processing center not only in Hanoi but also in Vietnam at that time. However, soon after its
operation, it was faced with local concerns regarding environmental impacts, which was
significantly important to the communities, as most of them were farmers. Research in 2005 on
community concerns about landfills in Hanoi has revealed several major concerns among the

19

Quang Tuan Nguyen and Virginia W. Maclaren, “Community Concerns about Landfills: A Case Study of Hanoi,
Vietnam,” Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 48, no. 6 (November 2005): 814,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09640560500294228.
20
Nguyen and Maclaren, 814.
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villagers around the waste processing complex, including odor, a rise in insects, increasing health
risk, water pollution (since surface and groundwater are the main water supply for the villages in
Nam Sơn), and the violation on local living space23. The rising concerns on the environment, along
with delay in compensation for households in the affected area (1 kilometer surrounding the
landfill boundary) created local frustration. As the waste processing center continued to expand
and become overloaded, its impacts became increasingly crucial and enlarged the local
dissatisfaction, which finally turned into resistance movement and conflict as observed in July
2019.

Photo 2: A waste mountain in Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center, June 2022. Taken by author.

In explaining the cause behind the waste blockade in Nam Sơn from the local community
perspective, it is important to recall an important concept from Henri Lefebvre’s framework on
Planetary Urbanization – Right to the City, which called for urban citizen participation as a
protagonist on the urbanization and development process of the city24. In the case of Nam Sơn, the

23

Nguyen and Maclaren, 821–24.
Mark Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The Right to the City and Its Urban Politics of the Inhabitant,” GeoJournal
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24
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selection of landfill location was a top-down process, and there were not many discussions between
the authorities and the local community, hence limited their voice on the issues. The operation of
the waste processing center in turn led to massive negative impacts on the communities as
illustrated above. In this case, the people of Nam Sơn and surrounding communes have been
marginalized and alienated from the development of the city, which in turn is a violation of the
Right to the City according to the above definition. The denial of Right to the City then became an
important catalyst for the local resistance, which called for changes in the condition and wellbeing
of the local people. As the paper argued on the alienation of the local people in Nam Sơn during
the city urbanization process, it is important to observe and understand the phenomenon and how
it shapes the environment that led to the marginalization and the resistance in Nam Sơn.
5. The Urbanization of Hanoi: The city and its waste management system
5.1.The Urbanization of Hanoi
According to Homer-Dixon and Dugan frameworks, there are multiple sources that
contribute to environmental issues, including human activities, institutions, and environmental
vulnerabilities25. In this part of the paper, I will tackle the human activities that led to the situation
in Nam Sơn, which mainly originated through the urbanization of Hanoi – a process that I will
explore through the lens of Henri Lefebvre’s framework of planetary urbanization, which include
a brief analysis of the history background of Hanoi as well as its effects on the positioning of Hanoi
on the urbanization process through five main factors: implosion/explosion; circuits of capitalism;
blind-field; critical zone; and right to the city26.

25
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Hanoi has a long history of settlement that traces back to more than 2000 years ago with
the formation of Cổ Loa – the first urban settlement in Southeast Asia. However, the history of Ha
Nội as an urban area as we know today only started in the late nineteenth century, when the French
took over the city following the colonization process and turned it into the capital of their new
colony of Indochina. Aiming at the recreation of “Paris in the East'', where goods, minerals,
resources, wealth, and capitals from around the colony would gather in the city and flow back to
France, the colonial authorities has imposed a massive urbanization proposal strongly influenced
by Haussmann’s model that prevailed in contemporary Paris27. Within the framework of
urbanization, the French expanded the city southward and westward and form the new
Administrative and French Quarter beside the original Native Quarter28. In the two new parts of
the city, the colonial authorities focused on implementing Haussmann’s urban imagination, which
are signified by the formation of boulevards, public spaces, as well as the implementation of
“modern” innovation and technology that prevailed in contemporary Europe, such as the sewer
system or the railroad system29. Under such reconstructions, Hanoi has completely changed its
face from a traditional Vietnamese urban area into a strongly French-influenced urban space.
However, it appears that the French urbanization proposal has also marginalized the native
community – one of the dominant communities in the city. Despite accounting for more than 80%
of the city population, the Vietnamese people were forced to live in the old Native Quarter, a part
in which the French urban proposal nearly neglected30. In addition, the colonized Vietnamese were
also forced to provide capital and workers to realize the French Hanoi urbanization plan – a plan

27

Michael G. Vann and Liz Clarke, The Great Hanoi Rat Hunt: Empire, Disease, and Modernity in French
Colonial Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 12, 27.
28
Vann and Clarke, 27.
29
Vann and Clarke, 23–24.
30
Vann and Clarke, 21, 27.
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in which the colonized subjects are neglected, marginalized, and alienated in their living space –
the city31.

Photo 3+4: Hanoi’s Opera House and Hỏa Lò Prison – two monumental constructions during the French colonial
period that represent the urban segregation. Taken by author in 2022.

The structural oppression as well as physical segregation in colonial Hanoi had a profound
impact on the city’s society and culture, when the former heritage of the city was replaced by
French-influenced culture and institution. The increasing urban development also led to the
formation of new classes in Hanoi as well as Vietnamese’s society – the capitalists and the
bourgeoisie32. As the new social groups interact and clash with the former groups, the class
struggles become increasingly profound, and the colonial urban area hence became a space of
multiple resistances and independent movements throughout the colonial period, especially in the

31

Vann and Clarke, 48–52.
Philippe Papin, Lịch Sử Hà Nội [History of Hanoi], 72/2020/QH14 (Nhã Nam Publishing House, 2010), 238;
265–72.
32
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later decades. One of the most significant urban movements happened in August 1945, when a
political rally turned into a revolution that overthrew the colonial government and finally led to
the Vietnamese Proclamation of Independence and the foundation of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam (DRV). However, it would take nine years more before the DRV can fully take control
of the city following the Geneva Accord in 1954. Hanoi, now under the control of the DRV – a
Vietnamese government – entered a new phase of its development, which can be characterized by
a long stagnation period because of the devastating impacts of U.S. bombing in Hanoi during the
Vietnam War as well as the DRV strict national-commanded economy approach that limited
people’s movement33. The combined factor of both the internal and external factors hence led to a
slower pace of urbanization, with the population growth rate of the city dropped from around 5%
in 1950s to 4% in the 1960s and 1970s and even reached the local minimum of around 2% in the
post war period34. However, the urban population growth rapidly increased in the 1990s to 3.6%,
a phenomenon that can be explained through the economic transformation in 198635.
The year 1986 marked a substantial change not only for Hanoi but also for Vietnam, as the
6th National Congress of the Communist Party of Vietnam called for a reform, which is later known
as the Đổi Mới (Reformation). Aiming at creating new form of economy, which was later revealed
as a “Socialist-oriented market economy” (Kinh tế thị trường định hướng xã hội chủ nghĩa), its
policies set a path for Vietnam to make a transition from a command economy to a market
economy36. The economic reform has enabled the participation of the private sector in the

33
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economy, and along with the increasing globalization process, the role of the non-state sector has
become increasingly important. Up to 2020, the non-state firms accounted for 91.28% of the total
net turnover of Vietnamese economy, which signify the substantial transformation of the economy
resulted from the Đổi Mới policy37. The increasing participation of the private sector in the
economy also became a catalyst for economic growth besides from the globalization process and
the removal of international sanctions imposed on Vietnam. Since 1988, the GDP growth rate in
Vietnam has maintained over 5% in almost every year, and just began to slow down due to the
impacts of COVID-19 pandemic recently38. Under such rapid economic growth, the urban area, in
the position of economic and financial hub, underwent a massive development and expansion. The
encouragement of the government on enhancing the private sector through generous public
investment during the Đổi Mới has set path for major firms to set up new housing and infrastructure
development plans in the city in response to the massive influx of people migrated to the city for
higher education and jobs – a process that once be limited during the pre-1986 period. The
expansion and construction of the city’s infrastructure as well as the development of the urban
financial market in Hanoi, characterized with the growth of the stock market and private banking
system hence solidify the focus of capitalists on infrastructural and financial development in the
urban area. As a result, the population of Hanoi grew at a significantly rapid rate, fifth fold from 1
million in 1986 to nearly 5.1 million people in 202239. It is important to note that 5.1 million was
the population of the “urban” part of the city, as Hanoi also consists of several rural areas following
the 2008 expansion of the city, which increased the city total population to 8.3 million people40.

37

General Statistics Office of Vietnam, Statistical Yearbook of Vietnam 2021 (Statistical Publishing House, 2021),
318.
38
“GDP Growth (Annual %) - Vietnam | Data,” World Bank Data, accessed July 8, 2022,
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40
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With the urban size similar to some of the U.S. major urban areas, Hanoi has an enormous
metabolic process, which requires an exclusively high amount of energy and resources to maintain
its operation. However, as the city continues to enlarge and expand, it gradually drains out the
main sources of energy – its resources, air, water, and land. With the deterioration of the city’s
energy sources, its energy return of investment (EROI) decreased substantially and shift the city
nearer to the critical zone41.

Map 3+4: Satellite View of Hanoi, 1986 (left) and 2020 (right). In the last 35 years, Hanoi has gone through an
intensive urban development and expansion process. Via Google Earth Engine42.

41

For more information on EROI, check Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, The Upside of Down: Catastrophe, Creativity,
and the Renewal of Civilization (Washington: Island Press, 2006), 49–53.
42
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201231&startDwell=0&endDwell=0.
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The critical zone, according to Lefebvre, was the transition from the industrial period, when
the externalities resulting from the rapid development prevailed and led to multiple crises in the
urban area. The increasing crises in the city then increased social tension and dissatisfaction, which
led to potential revolutionary movements such as the local resistance in Nam Sơn. To mitigate and
reduce its impacts hence require a more rapid and direct approach to tackle the current urban crises.
Various issues that have already prevailed in modern Hanoi include but are not limited to
overpopulation, lack of public spaces, overpriced housing, wealth inequalities, inadequate
transportation. One major issue of the city regarding its metabolic process is the waste management
issue, which we examined the outcome and impacts in the earlier part of the paper. As observed,
the conventional approach, which appeared to consider the blockade as the only issue that needed
to be solved, was unable to thoroughly solve the local resistance to the waste processing center.
Hence it is important to expand the scope and look at the waste issue in Hanoi under the lens of its
socio-economic and urban development.

Photo 5: Hanoi in 2019 from the top of Lotte Tower. Taken by author

18

5.2.Legal framework and waste management system in Hanoi
As we shed light on the environment and context of the conflict – the urbanization of Hanoi,
the next part of the paper will then focus on the waste management process in Hanoi – the direct
factor that led to the environmental and social effects in Nam Sơn. To understand the system, its
characteristics, nature, and challenges, this part of the paper will examine the legal frameworks of
waste in Vietnam, the entities that participate in the system on the city level, as well as the realities
of waste management and disposal in Hanoi. The analysis will then reveal the issues of the waste
processing system, which are the main factor that led to the social concern and local resistance
movement in Nam Sơn.
Fully understanding the waste processing system in an urban area requires an
acknowledgement of how its legal framework defines waste and waste management accordingly.
In Hanoi’s case, the definition of waste was based on the National Law for Environmental
Protection, which characterizes waste as “matter in solid, liquid, gaseous or other forms that are
emitted from production, business, service, daily life, or other activities'', and defines solid waste
– the main type of waste disposed in Nam Sơn – as “waste in solid form or sludge”43. Besides the
Law of Environmental Protection, there are multiple decrees on both the national level and city
level regarding the management and disposal of waste, such as the Decree on Solid Waste
Management (59/2007/NĐ-CP), Decree on Management of Waste and Scarps (38/2015/NĐ-CP),
or the Decree on Normal Solid Waste Management of the City of Hanoi (16/2013/QĐ-UBND)44.
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The decrees, along with the National Strategy like National Strategy for Environmental Protection
to 2030 and Vision to 2050 (450/QĐ-TTg) have provided detailed frameworks as well as
guidelines on the implementation of the National Law on Environmental Protection45. The laws
and decrees set up the definition and procedure of waste management, as well as sanctions and
fines for violation. With a brief introduction to the legal framework on waste in Vietnam, the
following part of the paper will then discuss its implementation under the supervision of the related
entities.
One main characteristic of Hanoi waste management system is its decentralized nature,
with no single entity fully in charge of the process. According to Nguyen Leroy and Vuong in their
report on waste management in Hanoi, the tasks of waste management and processing are divided
between multiple departments in Hanoi based on their responsibilities46. For example, the
Department of Environment and Resources (DONRE) is accountable for waste standards, as well
as planning, controlling waste according to environmental policies, while the Department of
Constructions (DOC) is in charge of planning and constructing the waste management site as well
as managing relevant types of waste (construction and domestic waste along with DONRE)47. With
the same approach, the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) is responsible
for agriculture waste and the Department of Health (DOH) considers the management of health
and hazardous waste48. Finally, the financing and investment of waste processing are under the
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authority of the Department of Finance (DF) and the Department of Planning and Investment
(DPI)49.
While multiple departments of the city oversee the creation and implementation of wasterelated policies, it is the responsibility of multiple state-owned environmental firms to directly
conduct the waste collection and management processes. Two major actors among the firms are
Urban Environment Company (URENCO) – a one-member state-owned limited company (Công
ty Trách nhiệm Hữu hạn Một thành viên) – and the Urban Environment Company (Xí nghiệp Môi
trường Hà Nội), which conduct the waste processing for the populous urban area, including waste
collection, transportation, and disposal50. To provide an insight into the role of firms in the waste
management process, the paper will look at URENCO, a representative firm in the field in Hanoi.
URENCO oversees waste collection and transportation in 15 out of 31 districts, including 9 out of
12 urban districts, 5 out of 18 rural districts, and 1 district-level town of the city51. Hence,
URENCO covered the waste processing for 4.38 million people, more than half of the city
population. On the ward/commune level – the lowest administrative unit of the city, URENCO
workers will collect household waste to waste carts, which then are transported to designated
locations for pick-up and transfer to URENCO-operated Waste Processing Center, including the
Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center and Xuân Sơn Waste Processing Center, for treatment and
disposal. In both Waste Processing Centers, the majority of waste (more than 90%) are buried in
landfill, while the rest are either recycled or burned for energy. The low rate of recycling, as well
as old methods of waste treatment, then caused various issues that constituted the local tension and
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dissatisfaction in Nam Sơn, which will be examined in later parts of the paper. In other districts,
especially in the rural areas, the waste processing is locally conducted, with the waste disposed of
in various local landfills on the district or commune level 52. Despite lacking information and
statistics regarding the size and quantity of the rural landfills, it is also important to be aware of
their existence, as it also contributed significantly to the waste issues of Hanoi. Since most of the
rural landfills failed to comply with the governmental regulations and standards on proper waste
management and disposal, their existences led to severe environmental and social impacts among
local communities, hence creating multiple latent conflicts that have the potential to manifest to
resistance movement similar to what happened in Nam Sơn.
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Photo 6+7: Waste carts in Thái Hà Street (left) and an URENCO worker pushing the carts to the concentration
point (right). Taken by author in 2022.

Photo 8: Waste from carts poured into the waste truck for disposal in the Waste Processing Center. Taken by author
in 2022.

The analysis of the waste management system and its legal framework has revealed a
highly decentralized and spatial system, with various actors, including six different departments
and several firms on the city level, and multiple local committees in the lower level engaged in the
process. In their report, Nguyen Leroy and Vuong have pointed out the overlapping characteristics
of the system, in which multiple entities have the same authority over tasks or aspects of the waste
23

processing system53. With the vagueness of the law, and since there are no laws providing
hierarchy on the standards issued by different entities, it led to potential conflict in standards and
policies on waste management between actors, which caused system delay and inefficiency.
Another problem with a decentralized system is the lack of accountability. When crises happen, it
will take time for different entities to figure out their responsibilities, which reduces the time
needed for effective solutions and transitions. In addition, the lack of accountability also
contributes to the neglect and abandonment of tensions among the urban populations regarding the
issues covered by different entities, which then deepen the violation of urban citizens’ Right to the
City. As I mentioned above, the denial of Right to the City will become a strong catalyst that led
to local resistance, which is a transition of a conflict from its latent phase to its manifest phase
according to Sandole’s framework on conflict54. With an analysis of the resistance as well as its
environment and major structural factors including the urbanization of Hanoi and the city waste
management system, the paper will then discover the outcome of the conflict, which is significant
to fully understand the resistances and provide proper solutions.
6. Similarity and differences in waste processing across urban areas in Vietnam: A
comparison between Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh city.
With a brief description of the waste processing system in Hanoi, the paper will now
attempt to compare it with the similar system in another major urban area of the country – Ho Chi
Minh city – in an attempt to shed a light on potential issues in Vietnam urban waste management
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system in general and Hanoi’s issues in waste processing in specific, which is important in
revealing the cause of the conflict as well as finding a right approach to the solution.
Ho Chi Minh City, with a population of over 9.1 million people, is the biggest urban area
in Vietnam55. As a major economic, financial, labor market, as well as social and cultural center
of Vietnam, the city has a significant metabolic process56. As a result, the city required a massive
amount of input including materials, capitals, resources, and laborers in its development, and also
released an enormous amount of waste as the output. In 2014, the city released over 8,400 tons of
waste daily, and up to now the number has increased over 9,000 tons per day, which signifies an
urgent need for a proper waste management system to ensure the city's resilience 57. In Ho Chi
Minh city, the legal framework was quite similar to Hanoi, with the same approach to waste
management procedure as well as the decentralized system of waste management. However, there
is a significant difference between Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh on the process regarding the
responsible firms. While in Hanoi, URENCO and several other state-owned companies oversee
waste collection and disposal, the process in Ho Chi Minh City was highly privatized, with the
participation of non-state firms such as Vietnam Waste Solution and CITENCO58. By operating
privately and not significantly relying on governmental funds and subsidies like other state-owned
firms, the two companies were able to utilize their sources in enhancing the waste collection and
disposal process in the city. Another advantage of a private waste system in the city is because of
competition with other firms, the waste firms are required to invest more and become responsible
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for their waste management task to ensure their position within the system. As a result, it is clear
that the waste management system in Ho Chi Minh is more effective, at least in the waste collection
process, with a lower number and amounts of waste heaps and concentration points in the city.
However, it is important to consider the waste disposal process of these private firms, which
appears to be not as effective as the collection process. There were various articles that exposed
the ineffective and harmful waste disposal in Ho Chi Minh and surrounding provinces’ landfills,
which hence externalized the cost of waste to the environment and caused further issues for the
society and outskirt communities59.
As a result, the privatization of the waste management sector, while it can incentivize the
responsible firms to perform better on the waste collection in the city, may led to more severe
impacts on the local communities surrounding the landfills, which made it merely a transition of
conflict out of the city and was not a potential solution to the waste crisis in Hanoi. In the following
parts of the paper, I will look at the conflict outcome as well as a more suitable solution to the
waste management system in Hanoi to create resilience to the city.
7. The outcome of the conflict: Waste and Hanoi in the Critical Zone
As revealed through various newspaper articles above, one of the major impacts of the
waste blockade in Nam Sơn was the increasing pressure on other waste facilities in Hanoi,
including the Xuân Sơn and Cầu Diễn Waste Processing Center. However, the two waste
management sites are unable to process the massive metabolic process of the city, which releases
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over 6,500 tons of waste daily. As a result, waste is left in the city unprocessed, or stored and
stacked in temporary landfills, some of which are abandoned construction sites within the city60.
The temporary solution then caused frustration among the urban population regarding health,
sanity, and wellbeing, which was the same concern as Nam Sơn local population61. The stagnation
of waste processing also breaks the city’s metabolism process, which then causes a disturbance to
the urban environment. With increasing disruptions as symptoms of the vulnerability of a city in
its critical zone, it is hence important for Hanoi to tackle on the issues and provide a thorough
solution to the problem of waste and waste processing, which then can function as a model for the
city to cope with other crises within the upcoming perfect storm and build resilience.
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Photo 9: A waste heap in Chùa Bộc Street. Taken by author in 2022.

8. Solution
The analysis of Nam Sơn waste blockade through the lens of Homer-Dixon Environmental
conflicts and Dugan’s Nested Theory models has revealed a complex picture of the nature and
dynamics of the conflict as well as inviting us to explore the resistance movements and factors that
contribute to it on both the micro and macro levels. The complexity and systemic nature of the
conflict hence require a multilevel solution that not only concerning the issue – the local resistance
in Nam Sơn – itself but also the factors that contribute to the reproduction of the issues – namely
the waste managing system, the urbanization process, and the development under the framework
of linear economy and continuing development. With an understanding of that principle, the paper
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will provide a multilevel approach in both short and long term to tackle every level of the issues
as illustrated through Dugan’s model on Nested Theory of Conflict (Figure 2).
The first as well as the innermost issues of the conflict are the direct causes of the local
resistance – the delay in compensation process as well as the local concerns on the impacts of
waste to the local environment. To deal with the issues, there are two main tasks: The first is to
boost the compensation process, which requires a relocation of the city resources and a consensus
between different responsible entities, from the city to local level and with the local communities.
Beside the task of compensation, the city also needs to put into action their plan on the
redistribution of waste to other landfill as well as enhancing the current waste disposal procedure
in Nam Sơn by applying new technology and innovations in the field of waste processing.
Recently, the Thiên Ý waste-to-energy plant has begun to operate, hence reducing the pressure for
Nam Sơn Waste Processing Center62. Expected to process 4,000 tons of waste per day, the plant
proposes a solution to current outdated waste processing standards in the city and are also expected
to reduce the city pollution and energy shortage issues63. However, the fact that the project was
delayed several times due to various fiscal and legislative reasons has revealed a crucial issue that
needs to be tackled in order to solve the issues as well as the conflict effectively: the transformation
of the waste management system in Hanoi. The city needs to have a more centralized system
regarding waste management and disposal as well as a stronger and clearer legal framework on
waste processing to improve its accountability and enhance the system’s efficiency. However, it
is important for the newly centralized system to be inclusive and enable more public participation
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in decision making and managing processes as an approach to ensure the urban population’s Rights
to the City, because without public participation, the newly established centralized system will just
be a reproduction of the violation to the Right to The City.
The implementation of the above suggestions will be useful for the city to solve the waste
issues on the local level, but it is not enough to tackle the issue at its roots, which is the problem
of waste. Waste, as I mentioned in the earlier part of the paper, is a result of the urban metabolism
process, which itself is embedded in a larger framework of the linear economy. In a linear
economy, resources are used to make products, and products, after running out of their potential
values, are turned into waste. This system is well-known as the “take, make, waste” model64.
Hence, advancement and development in a linear economy require an increase in resources
extraction, which then reduces the EROI rate of the system, and at some critical point, there will
be not enough EROI to continue the positive feedback loop of resources extraction and
development, and the system will collapse65. Humanity, through a long time of continuous
extraction, has reached the verge of collapse, which is signified by the increasing disruption and
growing crisis, including climate changes, pandemics, global hunger, rising sea levels, increasing
segregation and conflicts... Humanity is in its liminal state, and it is important to make a systemic
transition to shift into a new future66.
One of the potential transitions, especially in the waste issue, is the transition from the
linear economy into a circular economy – a model that emphasizes the importance of reusing,
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refurbishing, and sharing, hence extending the material lifecycle and reducing waste to its
minimum. Applying the circular economy to the urban context then required a combination of
rethinking, regenerating, reducing, reusing, and recovering, according to the ICLEI Circular City
Action Framework67. The Scheme for Circular Economy Development in Vietnam, approved and
signed in 2022, has signify the country’s effort and commitment to make a transition toward
Circular Economy68. The agenda calls for the embedding of circular economy concepts and
procedures into major industrial areas, ensuring green coverage and biodiversity, as well as proper
treatments of waste according to the National Standards69. To achieve the goals, especially on the
waste issue, the Vietnamese government recently proposed a law that required waste sorting at the
sources beginning from August 202270. With a significantly higher fine for violation in comparison
to the existing framework, the new law will have a positive impact on the waste issue in the city,
especially when most of the waste in Hanoi is unsorted. An earlier studies has pointed out the
failure of earlier pivoting initiative on waste sourcing at sources as due to the lack of proper
framework, which then led to a significant reduction in uniformity in implementing the initiative
between different level of the city71. However, the implementation of the law also requires
innovations in the operation of the city’s waste management system, which currently remains
labor-intensive and has no procedure regarding waste sorting in its collection and disposal process.
Hence it is important for the city’s waste management system to conduct the transformation in its
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standards and procedure to enable the effective implementation of the new legal framework on
waste sorting.
In embedding the circular economy in the city, Hanoi also needs to transform its current strongbased linear economy which is based on infrastructure development and financial market toward
a more sustainable and environmentally friendly economy. To achieve that, the city needs to
implement the circular economy and the National Strategy agenda into action through the
transformation of economic sectors, which are currently laid mainly on infrastructure and
industrial development. They also need to consider the transition between the sectors of the
economy carefully to avoid a reproduction of an unsustainable and development-focused
economy. Although the transition to the digital economy and renewable energy as stated in the
National Strategy is an approach, it is important for the authorities to consider its hidden impacts
on the ecosystem and environment, as exposed in Lin et al. and Glüsing et al. works on hidden
costs of digital and renewable energy transition72. In addition, it is important to consider the rapid
and disordered development of Hanoi as a crucial factor in the transition process, as it plays a vital
role in the expansion of the city's metabolism process as well as the reproduction of the linear
economy in the city. Hence it is important to mitigate the city through proper planning and
governance to ease the impacts of urban development on the environment and mitigate the rising
crises.
9. Conclusion
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Through an analysis of the local resistance regarding waste issues in Nam Sơn – a
commune 50km to the north from Hanoi center, the paper has illustrated the causes, dynamics, and
the multilevel nature of the conflict, which involving not only the resistance movement itself but
also the more systemic waste management process and the rapid urbanization of Hanoi. The paper
has shaped the conflict in Nam Sơn within the crises that Hanoi has to deal with in its critical point
as a result of its rapid and uneven urban development process. With the nature and dynamics of
the conflict becoming clear, the paper has proposed several approaches both in short term and long
term to tackle the conflict. Based on Dugan’s diagram on Nested Theory, the paper also attempts
to tackle the conflicts in every of its level to provide a comprehensive approach toward a thorough
solution for the conflict, which can become a model for tackling other issues that the city are
required to confront with in the liminal state caused by the combined crises of 21st century perfect
storm.
10. Research’s limitation
In addition, through the analysis on waste management in Hanoi, several themes and
questions have emerged and needed to be addressed. These are the questions of enhancing the
efficiency of the current waste management system in urban areas, improving the waste processing
procedures toward a sustainable and eco-friendly procedure, reducing the amount and level of
waste through recycle, reuse, and sharing. The paper also raises the topic of circular economy,
especially on its implementation in the urbanization process. To examining and exploring these
topics and questions is the next steps for researchers to undertake in order to provide a full and
comprehensive approaches to solve the issues of waste management and create resilience not only
for Hanoi but also other emerging urban areas around the world, a task that has become
increasingly important and urgent as we have already entered a soft collapse, which was signified
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by increasing combined crises. A solution to the waste issues will provide a model for tackling
other urban issues and crises, hence enhancing the chance for our society to create resilience.
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